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The governing Partido de Liberacion Nacional (PLN) candidate for president in Costa Rica's 1998
election, Jose Miguel Corrales, was given a boost in June after Miguel Angel Rodriguez, nominee
of the opposition Partido Unidad Social Cristiana (PUSC), paid a call on Mexican political chieftain
Carlos Hank Gonzalez. The Mexican connection has caused a scandal in Costa Rica and strained
the country's relations with Mexico. Both presidential candidates were nominated by their parties
during June. Corrales won the PLN nomination in a primary on June 1. Apparently, his maverick
position in the PLN contributed to a strong victory over other party aspirants.
Corrales has publicly quarreled with PLN colleagues on some issues, and it is well known that he
has fundamental differences with President Jose Maria Figueres over economic policy. Corrales
accuses the administration of sliding away from the PLN's traditional emphasis on social justice. For
his part, Rodriguez ran unopposed for the PUSC nomination. Although he has been campaigning
as the party candidate for months, he was formally nominated on June 29 by vote of the PUSC
delegation in the Assembly. Despite his easy victory, however, some internal party tensions between
his own faction of the PUSC and that of former president Rafael Calderon (1990-1994) have marred
the party's image. The tensions were underlined in March by the sudden resignation of Rodriguez's
campaign chairman Rodolfo Mindez, apparently giving way to changes in the campaign strategy
pushed through by Calderon forces.

Hank Gonzalez flies PUSC leaders to Mexico for private meeting
Since the respective party nominations, however, the campaign has focused little on substantial
issues. Rather, the public spotlight has been riveted on a scandal that erupted as a result of a midMay trip to Mexico by PUSC officials. May 18-20, candidate Rodriguez, ex-president Calderon, and
two other high-ranking PUSC leaders were flown to Mexico in a plane owned by a Costa Rican
subsidiary of the Mexican food giant Maseca. There they met with Hank Gonzalez and 12 other
Mexican business leaders at Gonzalez's hacienda near Toluca. Hank Gonzalez is a former Mexican
cabinet member and leader of a powerful political group centered in his home state of Mexico.
According to accounts in US newspapers, Hank is under investigation by the US Justice Department
for money- laundering.
The PLN immediately seized on the trip to attack Rodriguez's candidacy, warning that the PUSC is
heavily influenced by dubious sources of foreign funding. Apparently surprised by the uproar over
the trip, Rodriguez countered that he was unaware of Hank Gonzalez's unsavory reputation. He also
said the meeting with Gonzalez was arranged by Calderon, not him. And, not surprisingly, PUSC
party chair Jose Antonio Lobo gave the four members of the Mexican junket a clean bill of health,
announcing that they had offered "transparent" explanations and had recognized that the trip was
an error.
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But PLN leaders would not let the matter rest. They suggested that the Mexican connection
could lead to the establishment of links between the PUSC and corrupt elements in Mexico and
that Mexico's already extensive holdings in Costa Rica could grow to dangerous proportions
under a Rodriguez presidency. "Mexican capital is not bad," said PLN Deputy Francisco Pacheco.
"What we oppose is capital that is tied to political corruption, capital that could bind the Partido
Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) in Mexico with the PUSC." Corrales went further, accusing PUSC
leaders of trying "to hand over the country to a clique of Mexican drug lords."

Scandal focuses on foreign donations & money-laundering
The scandal quickly became entwined in the issue of foreign influence in Costa Rican politics.
PLN Deputy Carmen Valverde, head of the Assembly's committee investigating drug trafficking,
had already accused Rodriguez of taking US$25,000 in contributions from donors in Puerto Rico
during his trip there in March. The Costa Rican Constitution prohibits direct foreign contributions
to political campaigns, but the electoral code offers a loophole, permitting foreigners to contribute
money to political parties for political training, education, and research.
Following the Mexican trip, the Supreme Election Tribunal (Tribunal Supremo de Elecciones, TSE)
asked the Supreme Court of Justice to declare that part of the code unconstitutional. Moreover, both
parties agreed that some kind of investigation of the Mexican connection should be carried out, but
it was not clear who had authority to do it. Valverde's committee agreed to wait for information from
US and Mexican authorities on Hank Gonzalez's alleged drug connections before proceeding.
Attorney General Faraid Beirute has also moved gingerly, announcing that his office is "on the alert"
for information on the Costa Rican business activities of Hank Gonzalez and his associates. But he
denied that a judicial investigation is underway as had been reported in the Mexican press. Mexico
recalls ambassador after intemperate remarks Meanwhile, the scandal has marred relations between
the Costa Rican and Mexican governments.
Responding to the PLN's comments about Mexican corruption, Mexico's ambassador to Costa
Rica, Jose Rafael Castelazo, bluntly called the PLN and PUSC "parts of the same oligarchy," and
he described the Costa Rican government as "paralyzed." The comments prompted an angry
response from the Figueres administration. In late June, following a telephone call from Costa Rican
Foreign Minister Fernando Naranjo, Mexican Foreign Minister Jose Angel Gurria recalled Castelazo.
[Sources: Notimex, 05/28/97, 06/03/97; Tico Times (Costa Rica), 03/19/97, 04/04/97, 06/07/97; Reuter,
05/29/97, 06/04/97, 06/09/97; La Nacion (Costa Rica), 01/01/97, 03/21/97, 05/04/97, 05/26/97, 05/27/97,
05/30/97, 06/10/97, 06/11/97, 06/18/97, 06/19/97, 06/30/97]
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